
Bluffers Guide to Hedge-laying

DISCLAIMER:  This is a work of fiction.  Techniques in this story are not based on anyone alive or dead that might have taught me hedge-laying.  BCV are not allowed to do things like this to our newcomers because we would be had up by the RSPCA.  Please come out on my tasks - it's only a joke! Please.......

OK, you have been on your 1 day BTCV hedge-laying course and soon you will be leading your group of wide eyed volunteers as they lay their first hedge.  But then panic sets in, as you remember that you only cut two  weedy bits of hawthorn and one of those broke off.  Maybe one of the volunteers can hedge-lay and will find you out.  How can you ever command respect as a leader.  Don't worry! You need "The Bluffers Guide to Hedge-Laying".  With this straightforward guide you will soon be regarded with awe and reverence as a master of the art.

Appearance: Do not go for the practical approach.  Wearing regular conservation attire simply won't cut the mustard, and even going for the agricultural look of full boiler suit won't create the instant effect you need.  Think sepia photograph.  Flat cap and torn sports jacket is an ideal base, but you need a note of eccentricity as well.  Try wearing highly polished shoes, tying string around your trouser legs or even arrive with a copy of "The Times" under your arm, which you never read.  A pipe is an essential accessory.  Even if you don't light it, it will add to that all important air of mystery.

Terms of address: No need to waste time learning names here.  All volunteers are referred to as "Boy", said in a west country accent, which you should practice before the big day.  Gender and age are also unimportant.  In fact, it works best on old ladies out on their first conservation project.  Your name is probably Wayne or Nigel, which obviously would instantly destroy your credibility.  You need a name not used since The Old Queen died.  Try Nelson, Albert or Horace. Or perhaps more respect would be created if you insist the urchins stick to Mr Jewsbury etc.

Tools: These can form a big part of the mystique you need.  If your tools look new, forget it.  Leave them out in the rain for a couple of weeks, hammer them, bash them and daub linseed oil on the handles.  Get them so sharp that any novice can't help but damage that edge. This will create opportunities to humiliate the volunteers during the task.  Create the impression that should your house catch fire, you would save your bill and axes as the wife and kids were left to burn.  They should all have pet names such as Dreadnought, Steadfast or Vixen, which you should have stamped into the blade and they should be conveyed to the work-site in specially made wooden boxes. It goes well here to create a little story about your tools. Perhaps part of a cavalry sword from the charge of the Light Brigade was forged into the blade of Dreadnought, or maybe Vixen was made by the same blacksmith that crafted the horseshoes for Red Rum.  Round the story off by saying "All the good blacksmiths are dead".

Tools Safety Talk: This is very short.  Simply tell the volunteers that should Steadfast hit a stone and the edge be chipped, their life is good as over.  During the day make it clear that the usual safety regulations don't apply to champion hedgers.  You learnt hedging before safety was invented, in the tiny and isolated hamlet of Thrupp (see style below).  

Style:  This is another place you can't lose,  but whatever you do, never try a standard Midland style.  Too many people do it well, and everyone does it better than you.  If you can't remember a thing from your course just make the style up as you go along. Give it an odd name like Thrupp Double Reverse.  If a trouble-maker questions it, get angry and claim that its secrets were passed down to you on the deathbed of an old hedger.  By claiming the style doesn't exist, the questioner looks to be disrespectful of the dead and you gain points by passing on a Very Rare Style.

Organising the workers   Divide and conquer works here, so post everyone up the hedge at 20 yard intervals and insist they stay on their section.  This will stop people conferring should doubts about your competence arise.  Being the leader helps when it comes to actually doing the work.  You are there to dispense pearls of wisdom and provide "feedback" (of a negative variety).  If someone makes so bold to ask for a demonstration, the retort "It's thee as has to learn, Boy" should convince the upstart of how ridiculous he is being.  Mostly you will just have to walk up and down the hedge shaking your head, with an occasional "All the good hedgers are dead".  If you get trapped, and must cut a stem, demonstrate on a young springy bit of about one inch diameter.  Gnarled 30 year old blackthorn trees are best left to volunteers, but remember to stick around, to provide "feedback" should it snap off.

Don't forget to pull out any stakes that are more than 1 inch out of line and then chuck them as far as you can.  Any advice should be obscure and impossible to follow like sharpening a 2 inch stake with a single blow but leaving a flat on the end the size of a weasel's nose. Always use ancient units.  If you mention metres your cover is instantly blown.  Use Rods and Chains or better still, invent some new ones such as Bibbles or Fitches.  If anyone questions it, say it is a locally used measure, in the tiny and isolated hamlet of Thrupp.

Binding This you will refer to as "hethering" because fewer people will understand you.  This can be tricky and you had best let them get on with it, if you can.  If a revolt breaks out, just put on one binder, and then say "Just carry on like that, Boy".   Eventually someone will start putting some binders on.  Wait until the whole length is finished, then spot a mistake .... right at the start.  Pull off all the binders and throw them as far as possible.  This can be repeated as often as you like until it gets dark and some of the younger volunteers begin to sob.  To round the day off say, "I've seen enough”, and reverentially return Dreadnought, Steadfast and Vixen to their boxes.  At this point you have effectively won and so it’s OK to thank everyone for coming and pretend you were only doing it to make everyone a better hedge-layer.

If a wise king Rules

When the work is complete

The people say " We did it all ourselves! "





Lao Tzu
